UPON  PREJUDICES.	337
" prejudices of many, and of the designs of a few ; the " ape of reason, who usurps her seat, exercises her " power, and is obeyed by mankind in her stead."
This definition enables us to account for the various absurd and wicked customs which have severally and successively prevailed in all ages and countries, and also for those which unfortunately prevail in this: for they may all be traced up to the passions and prejudices of the many, and the designs of a few.
It is certain, however, that there has not been a time, when the prerogative of human reason was more freely asserted, nor errors and prejudices more ably attacked and exposed by the best writers, than now. But may not the principle of inquiry and detection be carried too far, or at least made too general ? And should not a prudent discrimination of cases be attended to ?
A prejudice is by no means necessarily, though generally thought so, an error. On the contrary, it may be a most unquestioned truth, though it be still a prejudice iu those who, without any examination, take it upon trust, and entertain it by habit.
There are even some prejudices, founded upon error, which ought to be connived at, or perhaps encouraged ; their effects being more beneficial to society, than their detection can possibly be.
Human reason, even when improved by knowledge, and undisturbed by the passions, is not an infallible, though it is our best, guide: but, unimproved by knowledge, and adulterated by passion, it becomes the most dangerous one; constituting obstinate wrong-headedness, and dignifying, nay almost sanctifying, error.